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Newsletter #218

A Call to Resist Illegitimate Authority

September, 1989

Plebiscite in Puerto Rico
A Step Toward Self-Determination or a Fraud
to Perpetuate Colonialism?
JUAN VARGAS

·, 'More

than 70,000 people
marched in San Juan on June 17th,
demanding an end to Puerto Rico's
colonial status. According to union
leader Jose Cadiz, 'every union from
Puerto Rico was involved.' While not
directly calling for Puerto Rico's independence, the unions are demanding
that the U.S. government trans/er
powers to Puerto Ricans so they can
decide their own future.
The unionists were part of an extraordinary display of unity for what is
often a divided independence movement. The march was the largest proindependence protest in two decades. It
occurred as the U.S. Senate Committee
on Energy and Natural Resources held
hearings that may prove pivotal to
Puerto Rico's future. The committee is
considering legislation that would
allow Puerto Ricans to vote, probably
in 1991, on the political status of their
island. The likely options will be independence, 'enhanced commonwealth, '
and statehood. " (Taken from "Puerto

Seventy thousand people demonstrated in San Juan June 17th to
demand an end to colonialism in Puerto Rico. Photo: Claridad.

Rican Unions Want End to Colonial
Status, " by Brian Kane, in Labor
Notes, August, 1989). In this article,
Juan Vargas, of the Boston-based
Puerto Rican Organizing Resource

Center, places the current debate in its
historical context, and details the way
in which the entire process is being
shaped and dictated by U.S. interests.
continued on page three

Dear friends,
I have been glad to see some articles
in the Resist newsletter that indicate
sensitivity to the complexity of several
of the issues involved in the abortion
debate. I was particularly happy to see
the piece by Tatiana Schreiber, "Leery
of RICO," in the May/June newsletter.
In March of this year the Boston
Globe reported on the victory of a
Philadelphia clinic which used RICO in
a suit against anti-abortipn protesters.
The executive vice-president of the National Organization of Women, Patricia Ireland, was quoted as saying, "It's
a wonderful decision and very significant." It was a significant decision, but
it was not "wonderful." Anyone who
cares about liberty, which is the central
value affirmed by those who support a
pro-choice position, should recognize
that the use of this statute is a great
blow against liberty and against any
group "that engages in any sort of confrontational tactic as a form of
protest.'' Many readers of this newsJoin the Resist Pledge Program
We'd like you to consider becoming
a Resist Pledge. Pledges account for
over 300/o of our income. By becoming a pledge, you help guarantee
Resist a fixed and dependable
source of income on which we can
build our grant making program. In
return, we will send you a monthly
pledge letter and reminder, along
with your newsletter. We will keep
you up-to-date on the groups we
have funded, and the other work being done at Resist. So take the
plunge and become a Resist pledge!
We count on you, and the groups we
fund count on us.
___ Yes, I would like to become
a Resist pledge. I'd like to pledge
$ ____ / _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

monthly, bi-monthly, quarterly, 2x
a year, yearly).
___ Enclosed is my contribution
of$ _ _ __
___ I'm not enclosing my contribution, but please bill me starting
with the next newsletter.
Name

letter, particularly those who were active in demonstrations against the war
in Vietnam, have personally been involved in blocking doorways and other
acts of civil disobedience. Many will remember the conspiracy indictments
brought against several groups that organized and/ or participated in civil disobedience actions during that war.
Parts of the mainstream women's
movement no doubt have less experience with these forms of protest and
may therefore fail '"' see the dangers in
the use of "exr .;nt" tactics.
The abortion issue has the potential
to wreak havoc on the American political scene. Whatever the position of
each of us on this issue, we must be sensitive to the broader and more longterm effects of the strategies and tactics
we use to support our positions.
Sincerely,
Beverly Woodward
Waltham, MA

We Thought You Might be
Interested ...

Typewriters Wanted!
Resist frequently gives grants to groups
upgrading their office equipment by
purchasing computers. But what are
you doing with your old typewriters?
We have received several requests from
prisoners' organizations for donations
of typewriters. If you think organizing
is hard, think of what it's like when
everything has to be hand-written!
Resist is interested in receiving donations of portable typewriters, either in
good working condition, or in need of
minor repars. We will see that usable
machines reach prisoners' groups.
Please call us for more information at
(617) 623-5110. Please do not send
typewriters here! Wait until we have
talked with you first! Thanks.

Simon Nkoli Tour
Black South African activist Simon
Nkoli is beginning a U.S. tour sponsored by the New York Support Committee and the Zulu Project. Nkoli was
one of 22 anti-apartheid activists who
were arrested and tried for treason over
a period of five years. Nkoli will be in
Boston Sept. 16-17. In conjunction with
his visit, Boston organizers are planning
several workshops that will allow coalition building between progressive
groups. The workshops will cover such
topics as AIDS in Africa and AIDS in
communities of color in the U.S., South
African feminism, and gay and lesbian
liberation within activist movements. A
cultural event is also planned. The
Boston visit is being sponsored by
MACT /Boston and the National Coalition of Black Lesbians and Gays. For
information on the events in Boston,
contact Angela (617) 491-6851. For
more information about the other cities
on the tour, contact Simon Nkoli Coordinating Committee, P.O. Box 426,
Cambridge, MA 02139.

Address
City /State/Zip
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The 1989-90 Directory of Alternative
and Radical Publications is available
from the Alternative Press Center. Over
400 periodicals are listed. The directory
is available for $3 .00 from the Alternative Press Center, P.O, Box 33109,
Dept. D, Baltimore, MD 21218.
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Plebiscite in Puerto Rico
JUAN VARGAS

PUERTO RICO

Historical Struggle for
Self-Determination

The current U.S. strategy for resolving the legal status of the island cannot
be separated from the history of U.S.
domination of the Puerto Rican land
and people since 1898. North American
military troops invaded Puerto Rico in
that year and, against the will of the
people, established a military regime
that lasted two long years. The island
was termed an "unincoporated U.S.
territory,'' a legal never-never land that
has never been clarified. (See box, p 4
on the colonial status of the island)
Between 1898 and 1900 Puerto Rican
patriots like Eugenio Maria de Hostos,
Jose Henna and Zeno Gandia went to
Washington to demand the establishment of a Puerto Rican multi-party
civil government on the island. The
U.S. Congress ignored their petition,
and, in 1890, unilaterally approved the
Foraker Act, which has been described
as the basis of the United States' colonial policies in Puerto Rico.
The Foraker Act was the first of the
so-called ''Organic Acts'' that were to
govern the status of the island for
decades to come. Puerto Rico became a
new constitutional animal, an ''unincorporated territory" subject to the
absolute will of Congress. Puerto
Ricans could claim only certain "fundamental liberties,'' deduced from the
provisions of the constitution, that
limited the powers of Congress. While
Puerto Ricans were denied American
citizenship, Puerto Rico was not considered a nation under International
Law.
Under the Foraker Act, the Puerto
Rican governor and Executive council
were appointed by the U.S. President,
who also appointed all of the island's
Supreme Court justices. The Executive
Council functioned as the upper chamber of the Puerto Rican Legislature; the
lower chamber, or Chamber of Delegates, was composed of thirty-five
members, elected by Puerto Ricans. All
legislation had to be passed by both
chambers, and was subject to veto by
the governor. In effect, no legislation
could pass that ran counter to the will
of the Executive Council, dominated by
#218
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North Americans. In the seventeen
years following the establishment of the
Foraker Act, Puerto Ricans consistently repudiated it because of its disregard
for the capacity of the people to govern
themselves.
In 1917, the U.S. Congress unilaterally replaced the Foraker Act with the
Jones Act (the 2nd "Organic Act") and
imposed U.S. citizenship on Puerto
Rico despite numerous petitions from
the Puerto Rican Chamber of Delegates
arguing not for citizenship, but for substantial reforms to the existing regime,
and consultation with the Puerto Rican
people before establishing citizenship.
Citizenship made Puerto Ricans
available for compulsory service in the
U.S. Armed Forces just as the U.S. was
about to enter World War I. It also
facilitated the process of incorporating
Puerto Ricans into the U.S. labor force
(as a surplus population) as it avoided
all restrictions on the employment of
non-citizens. The Jones Act represented the maximum concession that
could be extracted from a Congress
reluctant to give much time to the problems of Puerto Rico: the "supreme
gift" of citizenship was the fruit of
Congressional weariness as much as of
democratic conviction. Outright racial
prejudice was expressed at the time in
comments like this:
''I really had rather that Puerto
Ricans would not become citizens
of the United States. I think that
we have enough of that element
already to increase the nation with
mongrelization.''
from Puerto Rico: A Colonial
Experiment by Raymond Carr.
Resist Newsletter

However, since white Americans had
invested in Puerto Rico, the island had
to be kept; and, since some in the U.S.
Congress were aware that their interests
were contrary to the will of the inhabitants, they believed bestowing citizenship was a way to irrevocably tie the
islanders to the U.S.
But citizenship did not bring participation. It was "passive -citizenship"
that denied Puerto Ricans representation in Congress. The only representative of Puerto Rico in that body was a
Resident Commissioner in the House of
Representatives, elected by Puerto
Ricans but without voting power. The
island's governor continued to be appointed by the U.S. President, and the
U.S. Congress maintained veto power
over any decision made by the Puerto
Rican government. Congress also controlled Puerto Rican military affairs,
customs, and immigration.
What the Jones Act made clear once
more was that the domestic constitution of Puerto Rico represented, not the
will of Puerto Ricans, but the will or
Congress. The economic advantage of
permanent union with the U.S. made
tolerable a political settlement that left
the Puerto Rican, "Nobody from Nowhere Land." We are and are not an
integral part of the U.S. We are and are
not a foreign country. We are and are
not citizens of the U.S. The constitution covers us and does not cover us ...
it applies and does not apply. These
ambiguities were to haunt Puerto
Rico's relationship with its new master;
today, they are still unresolved.
continued on page four
Page Three

continued from page three

The Slow Trickle of Reform

The Jones Act was so unpopular in
Puerto Rico, that it provoked petitions
and protests demanding new reforms.
This resistance led to further and further polarization between the people of
the island and the U.S. Congress. The
principal political parties on the island
at this time were the Partido Republicano (pro-statehood) and the Partido
Unionista. The Republicans sought collective American citizenship for Puerto
Ricans as a pre-condition for ultimate
acceptance by Congress of Puerto Rico
as a state. Statehood and citizenship
were to them, not the concessions of a
subservient people, but an assertion of
dignity.
The Unionists formed to represent
the interests of what was called ''the
Puerto Rican family,'' injured by the
rapid advance of the American sugar
corporations, the collapse of coffee
prices, and the devalution of the local
currency - all of which were perceived
as consequences of American domination. The Party primarily sought
greater power for Puerto Ricans, and
some within the Party sought complete
independence.
Supporters of independence for Puerto Rico gained strength within the current majority party, Partido Unionista,
and in 1919 the Puerto Rican Chamber
of Delegates asked the U.S. Congress to
hold a plebiscite to determine the final
status of Puerto Rico. At the same time
that the independence idea was taking
hold, the president of the Interior and
Insular Affairs Committee of the U.S.
House of Representatives, Horace
Towner, (later governor of Puerto
Rico) sent a message to the Puerto
Rican legislature stating that if the
Puerto Ricans intended to achieve any
measure of autonomous government,
they had to silence the independence
movement. The Partido Unionista accepted this demand and eliminated
independence from its agenda, substituting the concept of a "Commonwealth,'' or Free Associated State.
A new party, the Partido Naci6nalista, was founded in 1922, dedicated
to the immediate independence of
Puerto Rico. However, it remained a
small and rather moribund movement
until the 1930s. In elections in 1932, the
Partido Unionista won on a platform
calling for a Commonwealth, and
presented a plan to Congress. The plan
soon died on the Congressional level.
Following the 1932 defeat of the ParPage Four

tido Naci6nalista, its leader, Pedro
Albizu Campos, denounced the elections as a "periodic farce" and
declared his total hostility to what he
castigated as a colonial regime. His
words sparked a new militancy among
the independentistas. In 1936, three
Naci6nalista demonstrators were shot
by the police. Soon after, the Chief of
Police, Colonel Riggs, was murdered
by Naci6nalista gunmen.
The response from one Senator in
Washington to these growing tensions
was ·to put forward, late in 1936, a bill
that would grant independence to
Puerto Rico if it was requested in a plebiscite. The bill was promptly voted
down, and it was clear that independence with no tariff barriers and free
immigration to the mainland was not
acceptable to Congress.
Following this failure, Puerto Ricans
directed their energies towards attaining an elected governorship. Several
delegations went to Washington; public
hearings were held; however, again and
again, the U.S. Congress ignored the
petitions of the Puerto Rican people.
Finally, in 1947, the Elective Governor
Act was enacted. This was the most important transfer of power ever granted
to Puerto Rico by Congress. Luis
Munoz Marin, founder of the Partido
Popular Democratico (PDP), was
elected governor in 1948.
In the same year, Puerto Rico began
its famous "Operation Bootstrap"

program to attract investment from the
mainland. It was a program of industrial incentives that exempted new
investers from Puerto Rican taxes, and
American industries in Puerto Rico
from paying federal taxes on income
earned in Puerto Rico (Law 936). To
independentistas, this development
converted Puerto Rico from a
"classic" colony (dependent on the
agricultural exports of a plantation
system) into an "industrial" colony,
dependent on foreign investment and
cheap native labor.
The Road to the Commonwealth

After his victory in 1948, Munoz
Marin embarked on a political process
that would lead to the establishment of
the Commonwealth in 1952. The idea
was to found a political regime based
not on the Organic Acts granted by
Congress, but on a constitution
adopted by the people of Puerto Rico,
with permanent political and economic
ties to the U.S.
The road in this direction was opened
by Public Law 600, approved by Congress on July 3, 1950. Law 600 allowed
Puerto Rico to establish its own constitution. The process was to be ratified
by a referendum in Puerto Rico, after
which an Island Constituent Assembly
would draw up a constitution. The
document would be submitted to Congress for approval, and could be ammended by Congress. Finally it would

The Oldest Colony in the World
Although most official documents describe Puerto Rico as a "Commonwealth Associated
to the United States, with a governor, Advisory Council and Bi-cameral Congress," it is in
fact, the oldest colony in the world. Since 1898, Puerto Rico has been an island territory
operating within the limits of U.S. power and control. The U.S. governs the island through a
specific set of political structures, affecting all social, economic, and political aspects of life
in Puerto Rico, and restricting external relations between Puerto Rico and other countries.
The U.S. presence is most clearly expressed through a) U.S. military presence, b) judicial
control by the U.S. Congress, president, and courts, and c) economic control by U.S. corporate and financial institutions. The U.S. directly controls Puerto Rican:
currency
com mm uni cation
national and international trade

citizenship/naturalization

immigration/ emigration

foreign travel

labor relations

wage laws

defense/military service/internal
security (via the CIA and FBI)
international relations

social security/unemployment and
disability benefits
banking system

health standards

environmental laws
penal system

prices
court system

For more information, see "Puerto Rico: The Oldest Colony in the World," in Prisa International, a publication of the National Ecumenical Movement of Puerto Rico, February,
1989.
Resist Newsletter
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be submitted to another referendum in
Puerto Rico. The island's relationship
with the U.S. would be embodied in a
new statute - the Federal Relations
Act - that would replace the Organic
Acts of 1900 and 1917.
The independentistas dismissed these
procedures as a fraudulent reassertion
of the status quo, a sanctification of an
unaltered colonial relationship. That
was apparent in the language of the bill,
''that this bill would not change Puerto
Rico's fundamental political, social
and economic relationship with the
U.S."
Public Law 600 was submitted to referendum on the island on August 30,
1950. The independentistas boycotted
the vote. Sixty-five percent of Puerto
Rico's registered voters turned out, and
of these, 76% voted yes. The referendum therefore received support from
just under half of the registered voters.
The independentistas maintained that
many of those voting yes did so primarily in support of the populist and
charismatic leader, Mufi.oz Marin,
rather then because they understood
the implications of the the new constitutional arrangements. The Estado
Libre Asociado (ELA), or Commonwealth, was established on July 25,
1952, the anniversary of the day American troops landed in Puerto Rico.
Background to the 1967 Plebiscite

Seven years after the approval of
Law 600 the Puerto Rican legislature
attempted to increase Puerto Rican
power under the Law. The Fern6sMurray Plan (and a number of revised
versions of it) was a bid to clarify the
legal and constitutional status of the
Commonwealth, and to secure extended autonomy for Puerto Ricans by
giving them limited control over tariffs,
shipping rates, minimum wages and so
on. The Commonwealth would be
based on a bilateral compact that could
not be altered unilaterally by Congress.
The Fern6s-Murray Plan ran into opposition in Congress, as well as among
Mufi.oz-Marin's political enemies in
Puerto Rico.
Backers of the Plan did not give up,
however, and it was this group that now
renewed the attempt to settle the status
question once and for all by means of a
plebiscite. They proposed that Puerto
Ricans be given the choice between the
three options of statehood, independence, and "enhanced" Commonwealth. The hope was that a democratic
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choice between the these options would
answer the charge of Mufi.oz-Marin's
critics, who claimed that in accepting
the ELA in the 1952 Referendum, the
people had no opportunity to express a
preference, and instead had only been
asked to endorse one solution, the
Commonwealth plan proposed by
Mufi.oz-Marin's party.
Just as the Fern6s-Murray Plan was
softened more than once to even get to
congressional hearings, eight proposals for a plebiscite were presented this
time, in an attempt to finally find a formula Congress would accept. In 1964,
Congress finally approved Law 271,
which established yet another commission to study the status of Puerto Rico.
This commission was composed of thirteen persons; seven named by the federal authorities and six by the governor
of Puerto Rico.
After two years of study and public
hearings, the Commission concluded,
not surprisingly, that a plebiscite
should be held on the question of maintaining the Commonwealth, which
could be ''enhanced,'' versus changing
to statehood or independence. Once the
preferred status was selected, a series of
committees would be set up by the
president of the U.S. and the governor
of Puerto Rico. If Puerto Ricans chose
independence or statehood, then the
committees would work out the appropriate transitional measures; if they
chose Commonwealth, the committees
would recommend measures for its

AVAILABLE
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development - the "enhancement" of
the Commonwealth. What these measures would be were never clearly defined.
Mufi.oz-Marin had sought the support of the pro-statehood Republican
Party, on a joint approach to Congress
concerning the plebiscite because he believed he had the support that would
enable the ELA to emerge victorious.
However, statehood leaders realized
that such a coalition would mean the
final defeat of the statehood movement, and they lobbied against MufiozMarin in Washington.
The independentistas, meanwhile,
voiced their conviction that Congress
must grant Puerto Rico sovereignty, via
what was termed ''the transfer of
power,'' before any plebiscite could express the free and democratic choice of
the Puerto Ricans. They also argued
that the plebiscite would be manipulated by a government committed to
one solution, the Commonwealth, on
an island militarily occupied by a colonial power, supported by the FBI and
CIA.

Despite this lack of popular support
for the plebiscite as it was then proposed, the vote was held in 1967. All
three choices depended on action by the
U.S. Congress at some future date.
Abstention this time ran at 34%. About
60% of those who voted chose the
ELA, and nearly 40% chose.statehood.
The independence movement, harshly

Radical
America

continued on page six
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repressed and harassed by the FBI, received minimal support. It was clear,
however, that statehood forces were
gaining ground. In 1968 the pro-statehood Partido Nuevo Progresista (PNP)
came to power. From then on, the two
majority parties took turns in power until the recent elections, in November
1988, when the Partido Popular Democratico again took control.
Looking back on what happened in
1967, many Puerto Ricans find it absurd, today, to consider ratifying something that is bad, and then look forward to its improvement. Today, the
Puerto Rican people are suspicious of
such frauds. The referendum of 1952
and the plebiscite of 1967 did not resolve the island's political instability,
and Puerto Rico is still at the mercy of
the U.S. Congress. Neither election has
ever been recognized by the international community.
The Proposed Plebiscite
of 1990-1991
''It is a plebiscite crafted to the
interests of Washington. They
make the law, define the formulas, assign federal marshals
to supervise the elections and a
panel of federal judges and the
U.S. Supreme Court would
have the power to adjudicate
any controversy.''
Carlos Gallisa
Secretary General
Partido Socialista
Puertorriquefio

The November 1988 elections in
Puerto Rico resulted in the reelection
(by a slim margin of 50,000 votes) of
Governor Rafael Hernandez Col6n of
the Partido Popular Democratico. The
PDP is the party which promotes the
continuation of the Estado Libre
Asociado, or Commonwealth. It also
upholds the principle of permanent
union with the United States.
On election day Governor Col6n
stated that he would not broach the incendiary issue of the status of Puerto
Rico during this term. The governor alleged that the victory in the U.S. of
Republican George Bush would impede
any advances on the issue. Yet, Col6n
surprised the people of Puerto Rico
when, during inauguration ceremonies
on January 2, 1989, he announced his
intention to seek a plebiscite in the near
future.
Contrary to what the Puerto Rican
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Plebiscite or Referendum: What is the difference?
A plebiscite is a vote of the people on a question submitted to them, as in a referendum, with
two important differences.
1. A plebiscite specifically refers to a popular vote concerning sovereignty, whereas a
referendum can refer to laws and constitutional ammendments.
2. Since many of the plebiscites held during the last century have been manipulated by the
occupying power to legitimate a process already achieved by diplomatic or military means,
international law formulated a policy regarding plebiscites as a decolonizing process.
Among these are:
a. transference of power to the colonized or to a neutral party such as the U.N.
b. withdrawal of the occupying military forces from the country.
c. removal of all obstacles that would impede the free exercise of the colonized people's
will, i.e. the colonial courts, secret police, media, etc.
d. freedom of all political prisoners engaged in the anti-colonial struggle.
e. economic reparations.
A referendum is a process of referring proposed laws or constitutional ammendments to the
electorate for final approval. This direct form of legislation has become a fixture of many
democratic regimes. It simply means that implementation of a law is postponed for a certain
length of time until it has been passed by the legislature. During this time, if a petition is presented containing the required number of names, the proposed legislation must be put to a
vote at the next election. A referendum has nothing to do with the question of sovereignty.
La Patria Radica/-(MLN)
Vol. 1, Feb., 1989

mainstream media would have the public believe, the decision to initiate a new
round of hearings on the status of
Puerto Rico was promulgated not by
Hernandez Col6n or the PDP, but by
the U.S. government. Andrew Carr, a
representative of the Bush administration, attended the inauguration of
Col6n. Two hours before the speech,
Carr pressured Col6n to change the
speech and annouce the new position.
(from "Carta Internacional - Partido
Socialista Puertorriquefio," April 1989)
The U.S. government was pressured
to move in this direction for a number
of reasons. On the verge of the twentyfirst century, Puerto Rico has become
the principle colony on a planet where
colonialism has practically disappeared. This fact has become an embarrassment to the U.S., particularly with
respect to the 1992 celebrations related
to the 500th anniversary of the "discovery'' of the New World and its subsequent colonization. In addition, the
United Nations has proclaimed the
coming decade as the Decade to Eradicate Colonialism.
By proposing the plebiscite, the U.S.
government is admitting that, contrary
to what it has maintained for many
years, the creation of the Commonwealth in 1952 did not constitute a solution to the colonialism of Puerto Rico.
Thirty-six years later, the U.S. implicitly recognizes that the island is still a
colony and the fundamental power of
the people to decide their destiny is in
the hands of Congress and the White
House, just as it has been since the mili-
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tary invasion of 1898. Yet, while the
acknowledgment of colonialism is implicit, there has so far been no clearly
defined objective to withdraw from the
island and allow Puerto Rican selfdetermination.

The Proposed Voting Process
On February 23, 1989, a preliminary
meeting was held, including the three
presidents of the main political parties
in Puerto Rico, (Carlos Romero Barcelo for the pro-statehood New Progressive Party; Rafael Hernandez
Col6n, governor of Puerto Rico and
pro-Commonwealth; Ruben Berrios
Martinez of the Partido Independentista Puertorriquefio; and U.S. Senator
Jay Bennett Johnston from Louisiana,
(Chair of the Senate Committee on
Energy and Natural Resources which
presides over the case of Puerto Rico
and all U.S. territories.)
continued on page seven
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Senator Johnston proposed a threepart plebiscite to resolve the status issue
between 1990 and 1995. The first vote,
to take place in 1990-1991, will allow
Puerto Ricans to choose between three
political formulas: the Freely Associated State, statehood or independence. If none of the three formulas win
a majority, a second vote will be conducted. The second vote will be between the two formulas that receive the
most votes. The terms of the two winning formulas would then be negotiated
and defined in the U.S. House and
Senate, and presented to the Puerto
Rican people for a final vote. Congress
will have to specify exactly what it is
prepared to offer to Puerto Rico with
each of the three status choices.

Knowledge of the Plebiscite in Puerto Rico
A study of the political climate of the Puerto Rican people was undertaken by the University of Puerto Rico between February 1985 and March 1988. It revealed some alarming statistics concerning the lack of knowledge among Puerto Ricans of the status options. Barely
500Jo of those interviewed could cite a single characteristic of the Free Associated State
(ELA), or statehood, and only 58% were knowledgable about independence. In attempting
to describe statehood, 28.3% of those interviewed could name a second attribute. Nearly all
the interviewees responded emotionally rather than rationally. The researchers concluded
by noting that despite their minimal understanding about the three status options, more
than 800Jo of the Puerto Rican people were willing to determine the island's fate.

Johnston plan and the Bush plan is now
the subject of congressional hearings.
However, following the initial hearings
it is becoming apparent that a true plebiscite abiding by international law is
highly unlikely to win congressional approval, and the difference between th,::
two concepts is fast disappearing.
The First Hearings

By proposing the
plebiscite, the U.S. government is admitting that,
contrary to what it has
maintained for many
years, the creation of the
Commonwealth in 1952
did not constitute a solution to the colonialism of
Puerto Rico. The f undamental power of the people
to decide their destiny is
the hands of Congress and
the White House, just as it
has been since the military
invasion of 1898.
The Bush administration has proposed that a "referendum" (See box,
page 6 ), a non-binding vote expressing
preference for a certain policy, be taken
on the status issue rather than a plebiscite. The U.S. government opposes the
use of a plebiscite because when a plebiscite is held, international law requires that it be preceeded by: the transfer of power to the colonized nation
through a neutral party such as the
U.N.; the withdrawal of military
forces; the removal of all colonial institutions, including courts and police;
freedom for political prisoners and prisoners of war; and economic reparations. The U.S. does not want to abide
by these conditions, for obvious reasons. The discrepancy between the
#218

Between May 29-June 1 of this year
the first hearings were held in Washington D.C. Each political party in Puerto
Rico had to submit a proposal defining
what its formula would offer to the
people of Puerto Rico.
The PDP (Popular Democratic
Party) represented by Rafael Hernandez Col6n presented substantially the
status quo. The formula did not ask for
sovereignty for Puerto Rico and did not
incorporate the principles of international law. The PDP submitted twenty
"Commonwealth enhancement" proposals. Among them, a second Resident Commissioner (Puerto Rican dele-

gate in Congress with no voting power)
who would be responsible for informing Puerto Ricans of pertinent legislation; the acquisition of El Morro and
San Cristobel Fortresses (tourist sites
now administered by the federal government); the creation of a border patrol
to stop illegal immigration; and economic jurisdiction 200 miles offshore.
The leadership of the PDP affirmed
that they will boycott any referendum
on the status of the island that does not
accept the concept of "Commonwealth" as a formula for permanent
union with the United States.
The PNP (New Progressive PartyPro-statehood) position presented by
Carlos Romero Barcelo, is proposing a
federated state in which Puerto Rico
will preserve its constitution, and will
develop safeguards to preserve the language and culture of the island. The
party proposes that Puerto Rico maintain both Spanish and English as official languages. (Today while Spanish is
continued on page eight
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the spoken language of Puerto Rico,
the federal court and other federal
functions are conducted in English.) It
also requested a gradual process to
begin federal taxation of Puerto
Ricans. This part of the proposal was
rejected in the hearings in favor of immediate taxation, as was required of
Alaska and Hawaii when those -territories became states. The PNP proposal would keep Law 936 in effect for
twenty-five years, allowing U.S. corporations to operate on the island without paying federal taxes. The PNP admits the applicability of some aspects of
international law to the status question,
principally because international oversight is more likely to support the statehood cause then the continuation of
"Commonwealth" status.
The PIP proposal, presented by
Ruben Berrios Martinez, clearly expresses the desire for Puerto Rican sovereignty and the withdrawal of U.S.
sovereignty. It also presents a coherent
process for the transition of power, and
reaffirms the applicability of international law, placing under international
arbitration any issues that come up that
cannot be resolved through the negotiation process.
While the PIP is participating in this
process, it and the the majority of progressive organizations in Puerto Rico
maintain that the proposed process
does not come close to providing an
adequate procedure for the people of
Puerto Rico to exercise their right to
self-determination and to choose a
definitive political status. These groups
(the Puerto Rican Socialist Party, the
Workers Socialist Movement, and Pensamiento Critico Journal) believe that
before a plebiscite on the status of the
island will have validity, it must comply
with several minimum requirements:
a) The transfer of all political powers to
the people of Puerto Rico in order to
end any intervention by the U.S. government in the process and to guarantee
the free and democratic participation
of the people. As an act of good faith,
the U.S. should declare an amnesty for
all Puerto Rican political prisoners of
war.
b) That the United States comply with
all the accepted norms contained in international law on the decolonization
process and the process itself be supervised by the United Nations.

'Opci6n'

Palomo

Foreigners in Puerto Rico
Among the many complicated questions concerning who can vote in the plebiscite, an important group to consider is foreigners living on the island. Of the 63,000 foreigners, about
half could potentially qualify to vote (by virtue of having lived on the island for twenty
years, or having established residence before voting age, or being married to a Puerto
Rican). The largest group of foreigners are Cubans. In 1980 there were almost 23,000
Cubans in Puerto Rico. This group has considerable political and economic power in the
areas of construction, publicity, and media, including editorial control of two major daily
newspapers. So, aside from the pro-ELA votes they can generate, they can be expected to influence many others.

Puerto Ricans in the U.S.
For the first time in recent Puerto Rican political history, Puerto Ricans living in the U.S.
mainland are coming out to reclaim their right to vote on the destiny of the island. That
claim must be heard. The political behavior of this population could have significant impact
on the island. Puerto Ricans here, with_all the rights of citizenship, have remained among
the lowest in socio-economic status. As awareness of this situation increases, many are skeptical about the merits of statehood, and c.ognizant of the negative impact of continued colonial status. Congress is aware that the question of whether Puerto Ricans in the U.S. may
participate in the plebiscite opens a Pandora's box. The question remains unresolved.

What Might Change After the Vote?
Citizenship: American citizenship for Puerto Ricans is guaranteed under the Free Asso-

ciated State, and obviously, under statehood. Under independence, Puerto Ricans of both
countries could choose their citizenship.
Military Bases: It was evident at the hearings that Puerto Rico is of great strategic importance to the U.S. In all three options, the bases would remain on the island. In the case of independence, the terms of rental of the space would be negotiated, but their permanence
would not be negotiable.

continued on page nine
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c) The establishment of a representative
body of all the political forces who,
under conditions of equality, can agree
to the minimum procedural requirements and the amount of time needed
for a process of decolonization.
d) That the institutions and/ or the representatives of the United States government refrain from exerting pressures or expressing preferences for one
of the political alternatives being considered.
lndependentistas Unite in Criticism
of the Process
After the second set of Senate hearings which took place early in August,
various independentista organizations
on the island concluded that the proposed plebiscite as it is conceived does
not meet the basic elements that would
make it a legitimate process, and suggested that a boycott is likely. Among
these organizations were the PSP, the
Movement for Nationalist Liberation,
the Common Cause Independence Project, the Anti-Electoral Front, and the
Workers Socialist Movement.
On balance, discussions on the Left
have been very postitive. It is clear that
the debate has convinced a large proportion of the population that the
status question must be resolved, and,
at the same time, some members of the
U.S. Legislature have become more
sensitive to the issue of U.S. colonialism in Puerto Rico.
The Puerto Rican Left recognizes the
need to educate Puerto Ricans on the
mainland about the issues involved,
and has proposed an educational campaign aimed at this group. The independence movement supports the definition of independence that the PIP has
submitted to Congress as by far the
plete path to resolution of the status of
Puerto Rico. However, it is not the proposal that will win if a plebiscite is held
on the island. It will be overwhelmingly
defeated. To achieve this defeat it is unnecessary to organize an electoral
fraud, or to bash the independence option throughout the process. It is not
necessary to require U.N. observers to
monitor the process and report to the
world on how smoothly the vote
occurs.
It is not necessary because the independence movement does not have the
electoral strength to win the vote or
even make a substantial impression.
The fraud has been committed over the
#218

course of ninety years of colonial intervention from the North American government. The result of that history is
that the fraud can be perpetuated with
the appearance that is the will of the
people. The independence option cannot be considered to be on equal footing with the other proposals because the
electorate has been conditioned to
avoid the independence idea through
fear and intimidation.
Associating with independentistas
can mean that you will be listed as a
subversive with the FBI and the police.
This can present problems from inability to find work, to risk of imprisonment or even death. The merits of independence, per se, are not sufficient to
overcome this fear. In a sense, we are
not different from the rest of the colonized world, except that in the case of
Puerto Rico, colonialism and economic
dependency are more deeply rooted.
(For more information see, "Puerto
Rico: The Oldest Colony in the
World," Prisa International, Feb,
1989.)
To the independentistas, it is clear
where this new call for a plebiscite is
heading. Rather than support genuine

change on the island, the U.S. government is seeking to make some cosmetic
changes to the ELA that could delay
resolution of the issue another ten or
twenty years. It should be obvious that
independentistas would boycott such a
process. We cannot silence our outrage,
or we will be accepting a neo-colonial
alternative to the status quo. On the
other hand, the plebiscite represents a
favorable moment for the ideological
debate to deepen, and for the Puerto
Rican electorate to educate itself to the
political reality of the island. A boycott
campaign can be developed that will incorporate political education. This
campaign can also be used to widen
communication among the different independentista groups, and promote
greater unity. It is the reponsibility of
the independence movement to articulate, in a coherent way, the best interests and aspirations of our people. •

Juan Vargas is a Puerto Rican activist
in Boston and a member of the Puerto
Rican Organizing Resource Center in
Roxbury, MA.
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Boston Committee for Puerto Rican
Civil Rights, P.O. Box 1222, Jamaica
Plain, MA 02130 (617) 427-6064.
In 1985, a wave of repression was
unleashed against independentistas in
Puerto Rico culminating in the arrest
and imprisonment of fifteen activists.
The arrests and legal case sparked
solidarity work here in the U.S. and
commitment to work against FBI
surveillance and harassment of
activists in other movements. Among
groups that came together primarily
in response to the case of the Hartford 15, the Boston Committee for
Puerto Rican Civil Rights (BCPRCR)
has been highly visible in its work,
mobilizing for demonstrations protesting the arrests, organizing around
illegal FBI and police activities, and
linking Puerto Rican issues with
Native American, African-American,
Lesbian and Gay, Palestinian and
other peoples' movements.
In 1988, the BCPRCR organized to
bring 450 Bostonians to Hartford,
CT, on the anniversary of the arrests,
in a multi-cultural event that spoke
of the determination of Puerto Ricans
to resist assimilation and reassert
"our language, history, arts, preferences, symbols, spirit and style"
(from the BCPRCR's report to
Resist). Activists in the group believe
.the demonstration was effective in
raising awareness about the precarious
conditions facing Puerto Ricans on
the island and in Puerto Rican communities in the U.S. - reaching activists in other movements as well as an
increasingly broad segment of the
Puerto Rican/Latin community. In
Hartford, for example, people standing in the streets, in stores and in
apartment buildings came out,
attracted by the music and the politics
of the event, and joined in. Children
were a big part of the event and it felt
like a lively community celebration,
despite the seriousness of the issues
raised.
The BCPRCR continues to do legal
support work around the case, as well
as educational work concerning the
potential use of the Preventive Detention Law of 1984 (which has kept
some of the Puerto Rican activists in
prison over two years) against others.
The group has also worked on a range
of local issues, and has joined with El
Comite de Mujeres Puertorriquefias
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and the community paper La Alternativa to form the Puerto Rican
Organizing Resource Center. In coalition with other groups, the Center
works on housing, education, violence
against women, employment discrimination and other issues. Recently the
Center worked with Asian organizations in Boston to develop a new
coalition to fight a proposed Englishonly law in Massachusetts.
Resist's 1988 grant to the BCPRCR
was used to publicize the Hartford
demo.
Friends of the Puerto Rican Cultural
Center, 1671 N. Claremont Street,
Chicago, IL 60647. (312) 342-8023.
In an environment characterized by
high unemployment, poor housing,
and a drop-out rate among Puerto
Rican high school students approaching 80%, Chicago activists have
carved out a symbol of possibility
in the Puerto Rican Cultural Center
(PRCC).
Founded in 1973 to meet the educational and cultural needs of the community's youth, the Center expanded
to include a bilingual day care center,
adult education classes, a library, and
a museum of Puerto Rican culture
and history. Friends of the PRCC
have worked over the last few years to
build financial and political support
for the Center while promoting the
preservation of Puerto Rican culture,
language and identity as a means to
combat the colonization process. The
group also strives to develop awareness of the situation of Puerto Ricans
among progressives involved in
a range of other struggles.
The Pedro Albizu Campos High
School at the Center is seen by both
local and national Puerto Rican
leaders as a vital path to both selfesteem and political awareness for its
students. The Center's library, the
largest private Puerto Rican library
in the U.S., highlights the history of
Puerto Rican development, colonization and political struggle, both on the
island and on the mainland. Its collection of films and videotapes are
available for rent. The Center also
houses Morivivi Productions, committed to developing the musical, poetic
and dramatic talent of Puerto Ricans.
Resist's grant went toward a slidetape program on the history of the
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Center, to be used to fundraise and
attract volunteers. The slideshow is
based on oral histories of people living in the Puerto Rican barrio in
Chicago, and focuses onlife in the
urban barrio and on the island, drawing out the effects of colonialism in
economic, environmental and cultural
areas. It promotes the Center itself
as a model of self-development and
community organizing. Among the
projects highlighted are a housing
rehab project, AIDS education, and
a community newspaper. It also outlines the battles still to be waged
in response to gentrification, the drug
invasion, and the crisis in health care
and education for Puerto Ricans.
Centro de Desarrollo Integral Juan
Antonio Corretjer, Inc., 59 Park
Street, Hartford, CT 06106.
(203) 549-3747.
The Centro de Desarrollo Integral
was founded in Hartford in 1987 as
an independently run cultural/educational center that would not accept
government funding for its projects.
The Center bases its work on the idea
of education as a liberatory process
and sponsors Spanish and English
literacy programs, a coffeehouse
(including a wide range of films and
speakers) and a youth program. The
youth program, for 9-13 year olds,
includes Puerto Rican history as well
as art, exercise, nutrition, field trips
and tutoring.
While the Center's political focus
is Puerto Rican independence and
defense of Puerto Rican culture,
the group works with other grassroots
and community-based organizations
such as Latinos Contra SIDA in Hartford. Resist's recent grant went
toward the mobilization of Hartford
activists to a march before the United
Nations (the second week of August)
during the discussions of the case
of Puerto Rico in the Decolonization
Committee. This year the U.S. is
attempting to have Puerto Rico
removed from the U.N.'s list of colonies in recognition of the proposed
plebiscite in 1991. As presented in
the article in this issue, members of
the Center believe the plebiscite cannot truly represent the interests of
Puerto Rico until the U.S. withdraws
its military forces and intelligence
agencies and frees political prisoners.
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